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IS  AN  OPEN  HOUSE  FOR  YOU? 


An  open  house  is  a  relatively  informal  event  designed  to 
allow  people  to  drop  in  to  obtain  information  and  ask 
questions  at  their  own  convenience  Typically,  it  consists  of 
a  display  presentation,  complemented  by  handout  materials 
and  the  presence  of  Ministry  staff  to  answer  any  questions 
one-on-one.  In  some  cases,  others  may  also  present  display 
materials  at  your  open  house. 

An  open  house  is  held  in  a  convenient  location  within  the 
community  and  usually  lasts  several  hours  in  the  day  and/or 
evening,  in  accordance  with  the  preferences  and  needs  of 
the  concerned  audiences.  Ministry  staff  serve  as  "hosts"  to 
welcome  each  visitor  and  provide  a  brief  orientation  to  the 
presentation  and  handout  materials.  As  host,  you  establish 
a  low-key  presence,  and  are  available  to  respond  to  questions 
or  comments. 

An  open  house  can  be  used  at  all  stages  of  your  public 
consultation  program:  to  introduce  the  proposed  project;  to 
outline  options;  and  to  help  you  report  on  final  decisions. 
It  can  help  you  meet  the  following  objectives: 

•  Providing  information 

An  open  house  is  an  excellent  way  for  you  to  convey 
information  to  people,  particularly  information  that  can  be 
clarified  through  visual  aids  such  as  maps,  charts,  graphs, 
diagrams  or  pictures.  For  example,  an  open  house  is  ideal 
for  displaying  design  or  construction  plans,  or  for  showing 
the  location  of  a  site  on  a  map.  It  is  also  useful  in  showing 
comparisons  between  alternative  proposals,  such  as 
alternative  sites  for  a  certain  project,  by  showing  their 
location  and  topography. 


IS  AN  OPEN  HOUSE  FOR  YOU? 


•  Understanding  people's  concerns  and 
discussing  issues 

The  opportunity  to  speak  with  people  individually  will  give 
you  a  better  understanding  of  their  concerns.  If  possible,  go 
beyond  just  identifying  people's  concerns,  and  try  to 
understand  the  nature  of  these  concerns.  As  well,  a 
comment  sheet  will  help  you  learn  more  about  people's 
views.  This  information  will  help  you  decide  what  your 
next  steps  should  be  in  the  consultation  program. 

•  Following  up 

Through  an  open  house  you  can  provide  follow-up 
information  in  a  detailed  format  suitable  for  individual 
review. 
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SPECIAL  CONSIDERATIONS 


There  are  three  key  factors  to  keep  in  mind  if  you  are 
planning  to  use  an  open  house  as  part  of  your  public 
consultation  program: 

1.  Attendance  is  difficult  to  predict. 

One  of  the  drawbacks  of  an  open  house  is  that  attendance 
is  very  difficult  to  predict.  The  location  you  have  selected 
may  be  far  too  large  or  much  too  small  to  handle  the 
number  of  visitors  who  attend. 

IjOw  attendance  does  not  necessarily  mean  your  open  house 
was  unsuccessful,  but  it  does  require  you  to  evaluate  the 
next  steps  of  your  program.  You  may  find  that  you  did  not 
inform  as  many  people  as  you  had  hoped,  and  this  may 
require  you  to  carry  out  different  consultation  activities  than 
you  had  originally  planned.  For  example,  an  additional 
mailing  or  a  newsletter  may  be  needed. 

2.  Advertise  to  suit  the  community. 

The  uncertainty  about  attendance  at  your  open  house  under- 
scores the  need  to  understand  the  particular  circumstances 
of  the  community  and  the  need  to  advertise  in  a  manner 
appropriate  to  the  community's  needs.  What  suits  a  large 
metropolitan  area  will  not  suit  a  rural  farming  community. 

Informal  personal  communication  with  people  in  the 
community  well  in  advance  of  the  open  house,  such  as 
telephone  calls  and  "coffee  shop"  discussions,  will  help 
you  design  and  advertise  the  event  more  appropriately. 
In  some  cases,  it  may  be  all  the  advertising  you  need. 


SPECIAL  CONSIDERATIONS 


3.  Select  the  location  carefully. 

The  location  of  your  open  house  must  satisfy  a  long  list  of 
logistical  concerns.  Just  as  important,  however,  wiU  be  the 
reaction  of  people  in  the  community  to  the  selected  site. 

Whether  it  is  fair  or  not,  many  people  in  the  community 
will  judge  you  and  the  Ministry  by  the  location  of  your 
open  house.  Attitudes  towards  certain  locations  that  may  be 
taken  for  granted  in  a  community  will  be  unknown  to  you. 
A  location  that  is  ideal  in  a  university  town,  for  example, 
may  not  attract  many  people  in  a  steel-manufacturing  town. 

You  will  need  to  rely  on  the  knowledge  and  experience  of 
others  as  well  as  informal  communication  with  people  in 
the  community  to  get  advice  on  a  suitable  location. 


FIVE  STEPS  TO  A  SUCCESSFUL 
OPEN  HOUSE 

Step  1:  Understand  Your  Objectives  and  Develop 
a  Workplan 

Use  the  ideas  and  suggestions  in  THE  GUIDE 

to  make  sure  that  an  open  house  is  the  most  effective  form 

of  consultation  for  meeting  your  current  needs. 

Develop  a  workplan  to  meet  your  objectives.  Consider 
the  staff,  resources  and  time  you  have  available.  Use  THE 
CHECKLIST  so  that  all  the  requirements  of  an  open 
house  wiU  be  addressed.  Delegate  tasks,  but  make  sure  that 
someone  —  if  not  yourself  —  is  responsible  for  overseeing 
all  stages  of  planning. 

Check  with  your  Project  Co-ordinator  in  the 
Communications  Branch  to  find  out: 

•  How  the  information  you  want  to  convey  can  be 
presented  in  a  display 

•  How  much  time  it  will  take  to  design  and  produce 
the  display 

•  How  the  display  materials  can  be  transported  from 
place  to  place,  given  their  weight  and  durability 

•  How  you  can  improve  your  communication  skills  to 
host  the  open  house 

Step  2:  Schedule  the  Place  and  Tune 

Your  selection  of  location  should  depend  on  your  audience. 
Your  choice  can  say  a  great  deal  about  how  well  you 
understand  and  appreciate  the  concerns  of  your  audience. 

Do  not  use  Ministry  offices  unless  you  have  no  other  option. 
You  are  trying  to  find  some  "neutral"  ground  to  encourage 
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FIVE  STEPS  TO  A  SUCCESSFUL  OPEN  HOUSE 


people  to  attend  your  open  house,  and  to  learn  about  your 
project. 

Typical  locations  include  schools,  community  centres, 
public  libraries,  conference  centres  and  hotel  facilities. 
You  will  want  to  consider  the  availability  of  individual 
rooms  for  showing  the  display,  accommodating  discussion, 
and  serving  refreshments.  Also  consider  the  availability  of 
parking,  proximity  to  bus  routes,  and  access  for  disabled 
persons. 

The  room  should  be  easy  to  find.  It  should  be  large  enough 
to  house  a  display  and  accommodate  your  expected  turnout. 
Lighting,  location  of  electrical  outlets,  availability  of  furniture 
and  location  of  washrooms  are  other  considerations. 

You  will  need  to  book  the  room  for  an  extended  period  of 
time  to  cover  setting  up  and  dismantling  the  display. 

If  your  open  house  goes  on  for  more  than  one  day  or 
evening,  find  out  whether  you  will  be  able  to  secure  the 
room  and  leave  your  display  assembled,  or  whether  you 
will  need  to  dismantle  the  display  between  showings. 

You  will  need  to  accommodate  a  variety  of  schedules  in 
determining  the  hours  of  operation  for  your  open  house. 
Try  to  hold  the  event  for  at  least  three  hours  in  the 
afternoon  and  again  in  the  evening.  You  may  have  to  hold 
it  at  different  times  to  accommodate  shift  workers  in  the 
community.  In  larger  centres,  you  may  need  to  hold  your 
open  house  on  consecutive  evenings  or  on  the  weekend  to 
ensure  that  everyone  has  an  opportunity  to  attend. 

Remember  that  in  some  cases,  one  or  more  groups  may  be 
displaying  materials  at  your  open  house.  (See,  for  example, 
the  case  study  in  THE  GUIDE  on  a  typical  public 
consultation  program  for  a  Control  Order.)  You  will  need  to 
keep  these  groups  informed  about  your  plans  for  the  open 
house  and  accommodate  their  display  requirements. 


FIVE  STEPS  TO  A  SUCCESSFUL  OPEN  HOUSE 


Step  3:  Advertise 

NOTE:  The  Communications  Branch  is  responsible  for 
placing  all  paid  advertising. 

The  success  of  your  open  house  depends  a  great  deal  on 
your  ability  to  inform  the  public  of  the  event,  and  to 
interest  them  in  attending. 

Once  you  have  scheduled  the  open  house,  work  with  the 
Communications  Branch  to  develop  an  advertising  campaign. 
Your  method  of  advertising  will  depend  on  your  audience. 

If  the  community  is  small,  you  might  consider  using 
posters,  personal  invitations  by  mail  or  telephone, 
community  newsletters  and  bulletin  boards.  If  you  already 
have  a  mailing  list  of  interested  individuals,  be  sure  to 
invite  them,  in  addition  to  your  other  advertising. 

Given  a  larger  audience,  you  should  consider  advertising  in 
major  newspapers,  and  public  service  announcements  on 
television  and  radio. 

You  may  need  to  plan  your  advertising  six  or  seven  weeks 
before  you  actually  hold  the  event.  Advertising  should  begin 
at  least  two  weeks  before  the  event.  The  Communications 
Branch  needs  an  additional  four  weeks  to  prepare  and  place 
any  advertising.  If  possible,  try  and  run  newspaper  advertise- 
ments more  than  once.  If  you  are  planning  public  service 
announcements,  make  arrangements  at  least  four  weeks 
prior  to  when  you  want  the  armouncement  made. 

Posters  and  notices  should  provide  details  about  the  open 
house,  such  as  the  availability  of  parking,  babysitting,  and 
refreshments.  All  notices  should  have  a  name  and  telephone 
number  for  people  to  call  to  obtain  more  information  about 
the  event. 


NotlceboTd 


Tomorrow 
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FIVE  STEPS  TO  A  SUCCESSFUL  OPEN  HOUSE 


Step  4:  Develop  the  Display  and  Supporting 
Materials 

Consider  the  information  you  want  to  communicate  through 
the  open  house,  and  think  about  how  it  might  be  displayed. 
At  the  same  time,  consider  other  factors  that  will  affect 
your  timetable.  How  much  time  wiU  it  take  to  put  together 
the  kind  of  display  you  want?  Are  you  restricted  in  terms 
of  dates? 

Be  actively  involved  with  your  Project  Co-ordinator  in  the 
design  of  the  display.  Your  display  should: 

•  Have  an  overview  and  reflect  the  most  important 
points;  have  the  details  on  separate  handouts 

•  Be  attractive  yet  simple 

•  Have  script  that  is  large  and  easy  to  read 

•  Have  display  boards  that  are  a  reasonable  height 
from  the  floor 

•  Have  charts,  graphs,  diagrams,  maps  or  pictures  to 
clarify  your  message 

•  Include  an  outline  of  the  next  steps  in  the  planning 
process  and  the  next  opportunities  for  public 
consultation 

Besides  handouts,  other  supporting  materials  that  could  be 
made  available  at  the  open  house  include  Ministry  reports, 
brochures,  speeches,  newsletters,  and  copies  of  legislation 
and  regulations.  To  obtain  these  publications,  contact  your 
Projea  Co-ordinator  or  the  Ministry's  Public  Information 
Centre  (416/323^321). 


FIVE  STEPS  ID  A  SUCCESSFUL  OPEN  HOUSE 


Step  5:  Set  Up 

In  setting  up  your  open  house,  create  a  comfortable 
atmosphere.  A  pleasant  and  relaxed  atmosphere  will 
encourage  people  to  take  their  time  looking  at  the 
display  and  to  ask  questions  and  talk  with  you. 

Be  ready  about  half  an  hour  before  the  event  is  scheduled 
to  begin. 

Consider  the  following: 

•  Signs  should  be  posted  to  direct  people  from  the 
building  entrance  to  the  open  house  room  or  rooms. 

•  The  floor  layout  should  have  an  obvious  starting 
point,  and  should  be  set  up  so  people  can  move 
through  a  logical  sequence  of  information. 

•  If  the  room  you  are  using  is  very  large,  such  as  a 
school  gym,  try  and  create  a  'smaller  room'  within 
this  space  by  using  partitions.  Consider  laying  out 
your  display  in  a  zig-zag  pattern,  so  that  you  create 
'aisles'  for  people  to  follow  through  the  display. 

•  Each  host  should  have  a  name  tag.  First  and  last 
names  should  be  used  (rather  than  initials),  and  the 
tag  should  also  state  the  host's  occupation,  area  of 
expertise  and  organization. 

•  Have  a  table  near  the  door  where  a  sign-in  sheet  is 
available.  In  addition,  have  someone  responsible  for 
inviting  visitors  to  complete  a  comment  sheet  before 
they  leave. 

•  If  you  have  slides  or  a  video  as  part  of  the  display, 
have  a  separate  area  that  can  be  darkened. 

•  Handouts  and  other  supporting  material  should  be 
prominently  displayed. 

•  Have  a  small  area  where  refreshments  are  available, 
and  a  few  chairs  and  tables  so  that  people  may  sit 
down. 


10 


YOUR  ROLE 


As  a  host  at  the  open  house,  you  are  responsible  for  the 
following: 

•  Preparing  and  briefing  all  hosts 

Hosting  an  open  house  requires  good  interpersonal 
communication  skills  and  good  planning.  You  will  need 
to  ensure  that  all  those  serving  as  hosts  are  well  prepared. 
Make  sure  all  your  hosts  are  aware  of  their  responsibilities. 
Try  to  anticipate  difficult  questions.  Consider  role-playing 
exercises  to  give  staff  practice  in  responding  to  different 
situations  that  could  arise  during  the  open  house  Take 
advantage  of  training  courses. 

•  Greeting  visitors 

When  people  arrive  at  the  open  house,  greet  them  at  the 
door.  Provide  a  brief  orientation  to  the  room,  encourage 
them  to  view  the  materials  at  their  own  pace,  and  invite 
them  to  ask  questions.  Refer  to  the  comment  sheets.  If  you 
are  busy  with  someone,  acknowledge  a  new  visitor  with  a 
smile  and  a  nod. 

^Good  evening.  Welcome  to  the  open  house  on  the 
proposed  ckan-up  plan  for  the  harbourfmnL  My  name 
is  Pat  Smith.  Fm  a  planner  in  the  regional  office  of 
the  Ministry  of  Environment 

**As  you  can  see,  we  have  a  series  of  display  boards  in 
the  room  outlining  the  background  to  the  problem,  and 
summarizing  the  series  of  recommendations  which  the 
pubtic  advisory  committee  has  made.  On  that  table  are 
some  handout  materials  on  the  program.  Please  fed 
free  to  take  a  copy: 
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**Ifyou  have  any  questions  about  the  program^  either 
my  colleague  Sandy  Jones  or  I  would  be  pleased  to 
answer  them  for  you.  There  is  some  coffee  and  juice 
on  the  table  in  the  comer. 

"If  you  have  a  minute  afterwards,  w^d  very  much 
appreciate  receiving  your  comments  on  the  open 
house.  The  comment  sheets  are  there  on  the  table 
beside  the  brochures.  Thank  you." 

•  Responding  to  questions 

Hosts  should  be  both  good  listeners  and  good 
communicators.  Listen  to  questions  carefully.  Be  relaxed 
and  open  in  your  answers.  Be  careful  to  explain  all  terms. 

If  a  large  crowd  of  people  arrive  and  all  want  to  ask 
questions  at  once,  try  to  gather  them  into  a  group  so 
that  they  can  hear  the  comments  and  questions  of  others. 
When  you  reply  to  a  question,  address  the  group  as  a  whole, 
rather  than  the  individual  who  asked  it.  Encourage  people 
to  share  their  ideas.  Give  as  much  individual  attention  to 
people  as  possible,  but  remember  that  it  is  also  helpful  to 
have  people  learn  from  one  another. 

''That  is  a  really  interesting  question.  Did  everyone 
hear  it?  Let  me  repeat  it  for  those  who  didn't. 
The  question  was . . ." 

If  someone  wants  to  monopolize  your  time,  encourage 
them  to  leave  their  name  so  that  you  can  contact  them 
later. 

"Perhaps  we  could  continue  this  discussion  a  little 
later?  Or  if  you'd  prefer,  you  could  leave  your  name 
and  number  on  the  comment  sheet,  and  I  would  be 
happy  to  call  you  tomorrow  to  discuss  this  further." 

Keep  in  mind,  however,  that  it  is  the  prerogative  of  the 
visitors  to  the  open  house  to  ask  whatever  questions  they 
like  and,  in  effect,  to  set  the  agenda.  Try  to  address 
whatever  questions  they  ask,  unless  they  are  keeping 
you  from  helping  others. 
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For  more  ideas  on  how  to  handle  questions,  see  THE 
GUIDE. 

•  Seeking  visitors*  comments 

As  people  leave  the  open  house,  someone  should  be  by  the 
door  to  thank  them  for  visiting.  In  particular,  you  should 
invite  people  to  complete  a  comment  sheet. 

**Would  you  mind  taking  a  minute  to  fill  out  this  short 
comment  sheet?  We'd  appreciate  am  comments  you 
have.  If  you  would  like  to  receive  more  information 
on  thh  program  or  other  Ministry  activities^  please 
fill  in  your  name  and  address  on  the  bottom  of  the 
comment  sheet. 

**Please  put  your  comment  sheet  in  that  box. 
Thank  you  very  much  for  coming  out  this  evening.** 

If  you  do  not  have  a  comment  sheet,  or  if  a  person  does 
not  want  to  fill  one  out,  consider  asking  a  general  question 
that  could  provide  some  helpful  information: 

**Did  you  find  the  display  materials  helpful?** 

or 

**Was  this  location  convenient  for  you?** 

or 

**Did  you  get  an  answer  to  your  questions?** 
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HOW  WELL  DID  YOU  DO? 


You  selected  an  open  house  to  help  meet  the  objectives  of 
your  consultation  program.  Did  it  succeed?  If  not,  then 
why  not?  Build  evaluation  into  your  program  at  all  stages. 

You  should  seek  evaluation  from  three  sources:  you  and 
your  colleagues;  comment  sheets  from  visitors;  and  your 
Project  Co-ordinator  in  the  Communications  Branch. 

1.  You  and  your  colleagues 

As  soon  as  the  open  house  is  over,  have  a  short  review 
session  with  the  other  staff  who  served  as  hosts.  Share  your 
views  on  how  the  day  went.  Share  any  concerns  you  heard 
from  people  during  the  course  of  the  open  house.  Ask 
yourselves  what  lessons  you  learned  and  how  could  you  do 
a  better  job  next  time.  These  ideas  should  be  communicated 
to  those  staff  who  may  have  helped  you  plan  the  open  house, 
but  who  were  not  in  attendance. 


2.  Comment  sheets 

A  good  comment  sheet  should  tell  you  whether  or  not  you 
achieved  your  objectives.  The  comment  sheet  should  be 
organized  clearly  and  simply  so  that  it  is  easy  to  complete. 
Ask  straightforward  "y^s-no"  questions,  leaving  room  for 
longer,  open-ended  comments.  Use  Ministry  letterhead  or 
your  program's  logo  on  the  comment  sheet.  Include  a 
mailing  address  if  people  can  mail  in  their  comments, 
although  it  is  preferable  to  have  people  complete  the 
sheets  before  they  leave. 

This  handbook  contains  a  sample  comment  sheet,  but  keep 
in  mind  that  your  questions  should  reflect  the  particular 
circumstances  of  your  open  house  as  well  as  the  specific 
goals  you  have  for  the  activity. 
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Look  at  the  completed  comment  sheets  after  each  open 
house,  and  compile  the  results.  This  information,  along 
with  the  observations  of  the  hosting  staff,  can  be  used  to 
make  adjustments  to  the  format  of  the  open  house,  or  to 
the  layout  of  the  display.  While  there  may  be  a  limit  to  the 
kinds  of  changes  you  can  make  in  the  short  intervals  between 
open  houses,  make  some  if  necessary. 

Be  sure  not  to  take  negative  comments  personally. 
Remember  that  negative  comments  from  visitors  do  not 
necessarily  mean  that  your  open  house  was  unsuccessful. 
Try  to  learn  from  the  comments.  Often  people  are  critical 
of  the  project,  yet  appreciative  of  your  efforts.  Negative 
comments  also  may  indicate  that  people  felt  comfortable 
enough  at  your  open  house  to  offer  criticism.  Look  beyond 
the  words  on  the  sheet  and  think  about  what  people  were 
really  saying. 

3.  Your  Communications  Branch  Project 
Co-ordinator 

Ask  your  Project  Co-ordinator  to  attend  your  open 
house  and  to  help  in  the  evaluation  process  afterwards. 
The  co-ordinator  should  be  able  to  provide  helpful  comments 
on  both  how  the  open  house  was  organized  and  how  it  was 
conducted. 


Based  on  the  evaluation  from  these  sources,  make  any 
necessary  changes  to  your  consultation  program.  Take 
advantage  of  training  opportunities  to  improve  your 
consultation  and  program  management  skills. 
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Sample: 


Ministry  iVIinistere 

of  the  de 

^  .   .         Environment     I'Environnement 

Ontario 

COMMENT  SHEET 

1.    Did  the  open  house  help  you  understand 
more  about 


Yes No 


2.  Were  your  questions  answered  to  your  satisfaction? 

Yes No 

3.  Were  the  display  materials  helpful? 

Yes No 


4.  Were  the  time  and  location  of  the  open  house 
convenient  for  you? 

Yes No 

5.  Do  you  have  any  comments  or  suggestions  about 
the  open  house  to  help  us  next  time? 


6.     Do  you  have  any  comments  about  the  (proposed 
project  or  topic  under  consultation)? 


7.  Would  you  like  to  receive  additional  information  on 
this  proposal? 

Yes No "^ 

8.  Would  you  like  to  be  on  the  Ministry's  mailing  list  to 
receive  information  about  other  Ministry  activities  and 
policies? 

Yes No 

If  you  checked  "yes"  to  #7  or  #8,  please  fill  in: 

Name:         

Address:      


Telephone: 


Thank  you  for  completing  this  Comment  Sheet. 
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